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Chapter Four

Student Peer Bullying in Christian
Schools
,V7KHUHD'LৼHUHQFH"
Kevin Petrie
Avondale University

Abstract
6WXGHQW SHHU EXOO\LQJ LV DFNQRZOHGJHG DV D VLJQL¿FDQW LVVXH LQ
schools, with data indicating both its prevalence and its negative impact
on student outcomes. However, less is known about the prevalence of
bullying in Christian schools and how this compares to the level in
the general school population. In this study, data was collected from
seven schools, one of which was an independent Christian school, in
an urban region of Australia. The results indicate that self-reported
victimisation in the Christian school (in the moderate and severe
range) was higher than the average across the seven schools (22.03%
vs 18.3%). Likewise, rates of self-reported bullying perpetration
were higher in the Christian school compared with the overall average
(10.2% vs 3.1%). Possible factors for Christian schools to consider are
discussed, including faith engagement, student voice, school climate,
and opportunities for service. It is acknowledged that the sample size
is small and that further research needs to be undertaken to better
understand the phenomenon of student peer bullying in Christian
schools.
*****
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Introduction
When considering the attention that bullying now attracts, it may
be tempting to consider it a relatively new phenomenon. Yet, despite
the public stage it now occupies, its existence dates back as far as the
record of human history. Archilochus, a Greek poet from the seventh
century BC, reacted very poorly when Lycambes refused him marriage
to his daughter Neobule, launching a barrage of strident poetic attacks
against the morality and reputation of the family. His vitriol resulted
in the suicides of Lycambes and both his daughters, who preferred
death rather than enduring the ignominy of his continued scorn
(Clack, 2001).
In more recent times, the issue of bullying within the school context
gained a certain notoriety as a result of the nineteenth-century classic,
Tom Brown’s School Days, in which the bully Flashman makes life
miserable for young Tom and his friend Harry East (Hughes, 1857).
In general, however, the term “bullying” was rarely mentioned in the
nineteenth century, despite many aspects of its nature being described
in a variety of ways within the literature. At this time, bullying
behaviour was seen as a private matter, in that it was primarily viewed
as something that happened between two individuals (Koo, 2007).
Despite its negative portrayal in various forms of media since this
time, bullying for many years was widely considered to fall within
the range of typical childhood experiences, viewed (in some respects)
as a rite of passage that all children must survive as they progress
toward adulthood (Carter & Spencer, 2006). Formal research into the
phenomenon of student peer bullying did not begin until the early
1970s, when the Norwegian Dan Olweus began his landmark series
of studies (Olweus, 1993). Initially, Olweus used the term “mobbing”
(borrowed from animal behaviour) to describe what was observed
in the playground. At that point in time, this was predominately
seen as an action taken by a group when an individual disturbed its
activities and was perceived as being largely random. As time passed,
researchers came to realise that bullying could take a variety of forms
be perpetrated by either an individual or a group and sustained against
those who were usually powerless to defend themselves (Kumpulainen
et al., 1999).
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Olweus’ work gained momentum following a 1982 newspaper
report revealing that three young boys (aged between 10 and 14
years) from Norway had taken their own lives due to severe and
ongoing bullying (Beaty & Alexeyev, 2008). The national interest
thus engendered led to a study involving 140,000 students from
1RUZHJLDQVFKRROVDQGIURPWKLVZDVODXQFKHGWKH¿UVWPDMRU
intervention project (Olweus, 1993).
Several years would pass, however, before educators in other
countries began to investigate the prevalence of bullying within their
schools (Rigby, 2003). Not until the 1990s were research projects
into student peer bullying widely replicated, including a number of
VLJQL¿FDQWVWXGLHVZLWKLQ$XVWUDOLD 5LJE\ 6OHH ,WEHFDPH
widely accepted that bullying was prevalent in all schools, that it was
injurious to health and to academic progress and that actions taken by
VFKRROVDQGSDUHQWVFRXOGVLJQL¿FDQWO\UHGXFHLWVSUHYDOHQFH 5LJE\
2000).

'H¿QLQJ%XOO\LQJ
:KLOHEXOO\LQJKDVQRXQLYHUVDOO\DFFHSWHGGH¿QLWLRQ 6ODWWHU\HW
al., 2019), at its core is a systematic abuse of power (Flynt & Morton,
2008; Rigby, 2019) that manifests itself through acts repeatedly
carried out to harm another individual (Horton, 2019; Sullivan, 2000).
Traditionally, this power was perceived as being obtained through
physical means, but it is now widely recognised that personal power
may stem from a variety of sources, including psychological or social
LQÀXHQFH +RUWRQ<RQH\DPD 1DLWR 
,PSRUWDQWLQGH¿QLQJEXOO\LQJLVHYLGHQFHRIDSRZHULPEDODQFH
(Nansel et al., 2001; Rigby, 2019) that results in the victim being
less able than others within their peer group to defend or protect
WKHPVHOYHV&RQÀLFWLQYROYLQJSHRSOHRIVLPLODUOHYHOVRISRZHULVQRW
JHQHUDOO\FRQVLGHUHGWR¿WZLWKLQWKHGH¿QLWLRQRIEXOO\LQJEHKDYLRXU
even when aggression and violence are used (Rigby, 2019; Whitney &
Smith, 1993). Thus, bullying can be viewed as a subset of aggressive
behaviour in which repetition and an imbalance of power are key
facets (Burger et al., 2015; Olweus, 1999).
The majority of researchers hold that negative actions must
be performed repeatedly to be considered bullying (for example:
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Bradshaw et al., 2017; Burger et al., 2015; Rigby, 2019). Others,
KRZHYHU DUJXH WKDW WKHUH DUH WLPHV ZKHQ FULWLFDO RQHR൵ LQFLGHQWV
VKRXOG EH FRQVLGHUHG EXOO\LQJ SDUWLFXODUO\ ZKHQ WKH H൵HFWV DUH
VX൶FLHQWO\VHULRXVWRKDYHDORQJWHUPLPSDFWRQWKHYLFWLP $URUD
1996; Hellström et al., 2015; Langevin, 2010). Even in situations
in which it is considered that actions do not constitute bullying, it
remains important to acknowledge the potential devastation of
individual events. Teens and adults have described one-time instances
of humiliation that have altered the ways they felt, thought, and acted
thereafter (Langevin, 2010).
'HVSLWHWKHYDULHW\RIYLHZVDQGYDULDWLRQVZLWKLQGH¿QLWLRQVPRVW
researchers would agree that, in order to be categorised as bullying,
actions will be characterised by the following (Espelage & Swearer,
2003; Olweus, 2001; Rigby, 2019):
1. They are harmful or done with intent to harm;
2. They are typically repeated or occur over time; and
3. They are characterised by an imbalance of power, such that the
victim does not feel they can stop the interaction.
7KLVZDVWKHGH¿QLWLRQHPSOR\HGIRUWKHFXUUHQWSURMHFW

The Impact of Bullying
Over the past 20 years, substantial evidence has accumulated to
FRQ¿UPWKDWFKLOGUHQZKRDUHEXOOLHGVX൵HUVLJQL¿FDQWLQFUHDVHVLQD
wide range of physical and psychosocial health problems. With regard
to physical symptoms, the literature indicates that victimised children
DUH PXFK PRUH OLNHO\ WR VX൵HU VOHHSLQJ SUREOHPV EHG ZHWWLQJ
headaches, stomach aches, irritability, nervousness, and dizziness
(Arslan et al., 2012; Due et al., 2005; Forero et al., 1999; Lien et
al., 2009; Waasdorp et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2006). Evidence of
WKHH൵HFWVRIEXOO\LQJRQPHQWDOKHDOWKLVHTXDOO\FRPSHOOLQJZLWK
YLFWLPLVDWLRQEHLQJDVVRFLDWHGZLWKDVLJQL¿FDQWLQFUHDVHLQUHSRUWHG
depression, suicide ideation, and self-harming actions (Arslan et al.,
2012; Kim et al., 2005; Zaborskis et al., 2019).
Of additional concern is evidence within the literature of the
impact of bullying on children who experience it often and over a
substantial period of time. Evidence suggests that between 5% and
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10% of children are bullied frequently and on an ongoing basis (Cross
et al., 2009; Perry et al., 1988; Petrie, 2014; Rigby, 2020) and, thus,
are at most risk (Alink et al., 2012; Eyuboglu et al., 2021; Sharp et al.,
2000). It is important to note that this negative impact is consistent for
both traditional and electronic forms of bullying (Hinduja & Patchin,
2007; Kowalski & Limber, 2007; Waasdorp et al., 2019; Ybarra &
Mitchell, 2004).
$ ¿QGLQJ FRPPRQ WR PDQ\ VWXGLHV LV WKDW WKH QHJDWLYH H൵HFWV
of bullying, including higher rates of depression (Lund et al., 2009;
6LJXUGVRQ HW DO   DQG LQFUHDVHG GL൶FXOW\ LQ IRUPLQJ DQG
maintaining intimate relationships (Carlisle & Rofes, 2007; deLara,
2019; Duncan, 1999; Olweus, 1993; Schäfer et al., 2004), continue
ZHOOLQWRDGXOWKRRG +DJHU /HDGEHDWHU7WR¿HWDO 

The Prevalence of Student Peer Bullying in Schools
Bullying rates vary widely across studies, “partially due to
GL൵HUHQFHV LQ PHDVXUHPHQW DQGRU RSHUDWLRQDOLVDWLRQ RI WKH
bullying context” (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017, p. 242). It has
been demonstrated, however, that even when the instruments and
methodology used are identical, prevalence can vary greatly between
communities. An international comparative study, for example,
surveyed 40 countries of Europe and North America (Craig et al.,
2009) and found wide variation in reported involvement (as bully,
victim, or both, in the previous two months): from a low of 6.7% in
Sweden to a high of 40.5% in Lithuania. The overall averages across
the 40 countries were 23.4% for boys and 15.8% for girls. Countries
that reported bullying involvement within this range included the
USA, Canada, France, Israel, and Switzerland. A recent meta-analysis
by Biswas et al. (2020) found a similarly wide range, with bullying
victimisation ranging from a low of 8.4% in Scandinavian countries
to a high of 43.5% in Eastern Mediterranean countries.
Even when comparing prevalence rates within a single country,
reported rates of bullying and victimisation can vary greatly.
Victimisation rates within Australian studies, for example, vary from
one third for all forms of bullying(for example: Cross et al., 2009;
Petrie, 2014) to two-thirds purely within the area of relational bullying
(Hemphill et al., 2012). A systematic review and analysis of studies
conducted in Australia (Jadambaa et al., 2019) asking children to
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recall any period of bullying during their schooling to date, reported
average victimisation rates across all studies of 25.1% for traditional
bullying and 7% for cyberbullying. Perpetration rates were 11.6% and
3.45% for traditional bullying and cyberbullying, respectively. It is
important to acknowledge the strong overlap between those bullied
at school in the traditional manner and those who are cyberbullied
(Zaborskis et al., 2019).

Student Peer Bullying in Christian Schools
Christian education is viewed as a Christ-centred approach to
OHDUQLQJWHDFKLQJDQGVFKRODUVKLS &RVJURYH %\GH¿QLWLRQ
it is intended to provide an opportunity for the holistic development
of physical, mental, and spiritual strengths in preparation for both this
life and the life to come (White, 1952). Students should be able to
see a link between Christ and their school work and a practical and
tangible connection between Christ and their daily lives (Roso, 2018).
Christian schools have thus typically demonstrated a strong
commitment to values education, the development of personal
character, and the fostering of caring communities (Hazeltine &
Hernandez, 2015). This leads to a tacit assumption that such education
will provide a protective barrier against the development of bullying
in Christian schools and that evidence would be found for less student
peer bullying within this context (Hazeltine & Hernandez, 2015).
Christian schools would view this as important evidence that Jesus
was successfully being revealed within their learning environment.
A US study by Hazeltine and Hernandez (2015) found that there
ZDV QR VLJQL¿FDQW UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ WKH QXPEHU RI \HDUV LQ D
Christian school and the prevalence of “being bullied.” Overall, 61%
of elementary students, 55% of middle school students, and 44% of
high school students reported having been bullied in the previous two
months. An earlier study of public schools from the same urban area
and using the same instrument found that 38% of students (averaged
across all levels) reported having been bullied in the previous two
months (Cardoso, 2007). Thus, self-reported bullying rates were
found to be higher at the Christian school than at public schools in the
same urban district.
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7KH XQLTXH ¿QGLQJ IURP WKH VWXG\ E\ +D]HOWLQH DQG +HUQDQGH]
was that bullying in the Christian school was more likely than bullying
in other schools in the area to take less physically aggressive forms
(Hazeltine & Hernandez, 2015, p. 84). There is, however, a dearth
of studies investigating bullying within Christian schools; the current
research seeks to add to understanding in this area.

The Current Project
The current project collected data relating to bullying prevalence
from seven schools within a large Australian urban area; one of
the schools was a Christian school comparable in size to the others
surveyed.
The student self-report survey for the current study was designed
IRUFRPSOHWLRQE\VWXGHQWVRIJUDGHV¿YHDQGVL[LQDUHJXODUFODVVURRP
VHWWLQJDVSDUWRIWKHQRUPDOVFKRROGD\7KH¿UVWVL[VXUYH\TXHVWLRQV
related to bullying experiences, gathering information on involvement
(as both victim and perpetrator) in various types of bullying. Prevalence
GDWDZHUHFROOHFWHGZLWKLQ¿YHNH\YLFWLPLVDWLRQFDWHJRULHVSK\VLFDO
victimisation, verbal victimisation, social manipulation, attacks on
property, and electronic victimisation (cyberbullying). The remaining
questions covered aspects such as the places where bullying occurred
and the strategies that victims employed.
The survey asked respondents to recall experiences related to
bullying from the previous two months and to rate its occurrence on
a scale, as follows: “hasn’t happened,” “once or twice,” “2–3 times a
month,” “most weeks,” or “most days.”
Sample Selection and Sample Size
Following ethics approval, all public schools and a Christian school
within a particular district were invited to participate. Seven schools
were included in the study: six public schools and one Christian
school. Active consent was sought, and the researcher personally
conducted the data collection at each school using paper and pencil.
Surveys were collected from 410 students. Of these, 11 were
discarded due to issues with completion validity, leaving 399 valid
results. Prior to analysis, the data were checked, screened, and coded
for analysis within SPSS. Of the 399 valid responses, 194 (48.3%)
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were from male students, 196 (48.8%) were from female students,
and 9 (2.2%) lacked information related to gender. With regard to
WKHOHYHORIVFKRROLQJUHVSRQGHQWV  ZHUHLQJUDGH¿YH
and 212 (52.7%) were in grade six; 19 surveys (4.7%) lacked this
information.
Determining Bullying Intensity
Researchers employing bullying and victimisation self-report
scales have utilised a variety of methods to determine the number of
VWXGHQWVZLWKLQGL൵HUHQWFDWHJRULHV)RUH[DPSOH2OZHXV 6ROEHUJ
(2003) regarded as victims or bullies those students who endorsed
the response “2–3 times per month” on more than two global items;
other researchers included as bullies or victims those who answered
“2–3 times a month” on at least one global item (Chen et al., 2012);
and some simply aggregated the scores from each scale, with higher
totals indicating more frequent or serious bullying (Chen et al., 2012).
The current study adopted the following method to establish
FXPXODWLYH FXWR൵ SRLQWV DW ZKLFK WR FODVVLI\ VHOIUHSRUWHG
victimisation as low level, moderate or severe. The response
categories were assigned numerical values: “once or twice” = 1,
“2–3 times a month” = 2, “most weeks” = 3 and “most days” = 4.
6WXGHQWV VHOHFWHG UHVSRQVHV ZLWKLQ ¿YH EXOO\LQJ FDWHJRULHV YHUEDO
social, physical, property damage, and cyberbullying. The scores for
each section were added together to form a cumulative total for each
VWXGHQW ,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHVH¿YHFDWHJRULHVWKHVXUYH\LQFOXGHGDQ
introductory question asking students to rate the amount of bullying
overall.) A cumulative score of 4 to 6 was considered to indicate lowlevel victimisation. A score of between 7 and 9, i.e. students reported
having been bullied in most weeks and in more than one context, was
considered to signify moderate victimisation. A score of 10 or above,
i.e. students reported being bullied on most days and within more than
one context, was classed as representing severe bullying. This is in
accord with the practice of a number of previous studies (for example:
Chen et al., 2012; Petrie, 2014) in which students had to endorse at
least one global item representing personal involvement of at least 2
to 3 times per month for actions to be considered bullying.
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Results: General
Analysis of student self-report data revealed that 38.4% of the
participating children (n = 399) reported having been bullied in the
previous two months (cumulative score >3). Boys were slightly overrepresented: 39.7% of boys reported being victimised, compared
with 36.7% of girls. Analysis by grade shows that 41.1% of grade 5
children and 35.4% of grade 6 children reported having been bullied.
Analysis of the severity of the reported victimisation (Table
4.1) demonstrates that 20% of the participants reported low-level
victimisation in the previous two months (cumulative score: 4–6),
10.5% reported moderate victimisation (cumulative score: 7–9), and
7.8% reported severe victimisation (cumulative score: 10 or above).
Table 4.1 Being Bullied: Data Across Seven Schools
School
Number

Sample Size

Low-Level
Bullying

Moderate
Bullying

Severe
Bullying

Total

1

42

19.05%

9.52%

14.29%

42.86%

2

55

14.55%

7.27%

7.27%

29.09%

3

41

14.63%

4.88%

7.32%

26.83%

4

49

36.73%

10.20%

8.16%

55.10%

5

44

20.45%

11.36%

9.09%

40.91%

6

109

16.51%

11.93%

9.09%

40.91%

7

59

22.03%

15.25%

6.78%

44.07%

20.05%

10.53%

7.7%

38.35%

Overall % across seven
schools

Bullying Others
The data indicates that 10.3% of the participating children (n =
399) self-reported having bullied others during the previous two
months. Boys were again over-represented, with 12.4% of boys
reporting victimising others, compared with 8.7% of girls. By grade
level, 11.9% of grade 5 children and 9.4% of grade 6 children reported
bullying others.
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Analysis of how the participants reported the severity of their
bullying of others (Table 4.2) shows that 7.3% reported carrying out
low-level bullying of others in the previous two months (cumulative
score: 4–6), 2.3% reported committing bullying of moderate levels
(cumulative score: 7–9) and 0.8% reported being involved in severe
bullying (cumulative score: 10 or above).
Table 4.2 Bullying Others: Data Across Seven Schools
School
Number

Sample Size

Low-Level
Bullying

Moderate
Bullying

Severe
Bullying

Total

1

42

4.8%

0.0%

0.0%

4.8%

2

55

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

0.0%

3

41

7.3%

0.0%

0.0%

7.3%

4

49

10.2%

2.0%

0.0%

12.2%

5

44

6.8%

0.0%

2.3%

9.1%

6

109

7.3%

3.7%

0.0%

11.0%

7

59

13.6%

6.8%

3.4%

23.7%

7.3%

2.3%

0.8%

10.3%

Overall % across seven
schools

Types of Bullying
Students who were bullied usually reported experiencing more than
one form of bullying behaviour. The mode reported most frequently
in the current study was verbal bullying, followed by social bullying,
physical bullying, damage to property and, lastly, cyberbullying
(Table 4.3). Despite a focus in the media on cyberbullying, multiple
studies have indicated that it is less frequent than traditional school
bullying (for example: Jadambaa et al., 2019; Menesini & Salmivalli,
2017; Rigby, 2020). In addition, there is strong evidence that most of
those involved in cyberbullying are also involved in traditional school
bullying (for example: Ybarra et al., 2007; Zaborskis et al., 2019).
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Table 4.3 Comparative Frequency of Types of Bullying as a
Percentage of School Population
School Sample
Number Size

Verbal

Physical

Social

Property

Cyberbullying

1

42

64.3%

38.1%

47.6%

26.2%

14.3%

2

55

47.3%

30.9%

29.1%

14.5%

18.2%

3

41

43.9%

26.8%

36.6%

31.7%

14.6%

4

49

79.6%

32.7%

59.2%

26.5%

24.5%

5

44

45.5%

36.4%

36.4%

27.3%

29.5%

6

109

58.7%

32.1%

35.8%

28.4%

20.2%

7

59

61.0%

25.4%

37.3%

18.6%

10.2%

57.6%

31.6%

39.3%

24.8%

18.8%

Average

Location of and Response to Bullying Behaviour
Students were able to give multiple responses to report where
bullying most commonly occurred at their schools. The place reported
as the most common location for bullying was the playground (67.4%),
followed by the classroom (36.6%), the lunch area (27.3%), and the
toilets (18.5%).
The most common responses to being bullied reported by students
were: telling parents (32.8%), telling a teacher (30.1%), standing up
for themselves (30.1%), walking away (26.3%), ignoring it (26.6%),
telling a friend (25.1%), and getting back at the bully (8.8%).
Bullying Frequency: Faith-Based School
Within the data reported above, the Christian school is School
7. The data indicates that the percentage of students bullied in the
previous two months was higher in this school than the average across
the seven schools (Table 4.4).
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Table 4.4 Self-reported Peer Bullying Experienced: Christian
School
School
Number

Sample Size

Low-Level
Bullying

Moderate
Bullying

Severe
Bullying

Total

School 7

59

22.03%

15.25%

6.78%

44.07%

20.05%

10.53%

7.77%

38.35%

Average % across seven
schools

Likewise, data on the bullying of others demonstrated self-reported
rates of bullying perpetration higher than the average across all seven
schools (Table 4.5).
Table 4.5 Self-reported Peer Bullying Perpetration: Christian
School
School
Number

Sample Size

Low-Level
Bullying

Moderate
Bullying

Severe
Bullying

Total

School 7

59

13.6%

6.8%

3.4%

23.7%

7.3%

2.3%

0.8%

10.3%

Overall % across seven
schools

While the percentages of students at the Christian school reporting
low-level and severe bullying were similar to the averages across the
seven schools (Table 4.4), the percentage of students at that school
UHSRUWLQJPRGHUDWHEXOO\LQJZDVVLJQL¿FDQWO\KLJKHUWKDQWKHDYHUDJH
 YV   7KH GL൵HUHQFH ZDV HYHQ PRUH PDUNHG ZLWK
regards to bullying perpetration (Table 4.5), with students in the faithEDVHGVFKRROUHSRUWLQJVLJQL¿FDQWO\KLJKHUOHYHOVLQHYHU\FDWHJRU\

Discussion
Within the current study, participants reported victimisation
rates of 38.4%; this being on the higher end of the scale of reported
victimisation in Australia (for example: Jadambaa et al., 2019; Petrie,
2014; Rigby, 2020; Shaw & Cross, 2012). In terms of the proportion
of children reporting victimisation in the moderate-to-severe range,
the 18.3% found in the current study compares quite closely to the
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¿QGLQJVRI6KDZDQG&URVV  DQG 3HWULH EXWLVKLJKHU
than those of (Jadambaa et al., 2019) and (Rigby & Johnson, 2016).
It is important to note that students who are victimised on a regular
basis are at particular risk of negative psychosocial and physical
KHDOWKH൵HFWV,QDGGLWLRQWKHUHLVHYLGHQFHWKDWWKHGDPDJHFDXVHGWR
those who experience long-term bullying (i.e. over many years) may
ODVWLQWRDGXOWKRRG GH/DUD6LJXUGVRQHWDO7WR¿HWDO
 (൵HFWLYHLGHQWL¿FDWLRQRILQWHUYHQWLRQZLWKDQGPRQLWRULQJ
of students who are frequently victimised is thus of particular
importance.
Perpetrator rates of around 8%–10% have been reported across a
number of studies and fall within the average range of self-reported
perpetration (for example: Chen et al., 2012; Langevin, 2010; Parada
et al., 2003; Petrie, 2014). It is important for schools to be aware of
the heterogeneity of the perpetrators of student peer bullying. There
DUHVLJQL¿FDQWGL൵HUHQFHVIRUH[DPSOHLQWKHLUVRFLDOVWDWXVDWVFKRRO
they range from the most unpopular to the most popular (Lansu &
Cillessen, 2012; Malamut et al., 2020). It is thus important for schools
WRUHFRJQLVHWKDWQRVLQJOH³EXOO\´SUR¿OHH[LVWVDQGWKDWLWLVHDV\WR
misidentify the potential source (and extent) of bullying.
In the current research, as in a number of other studies (for example:
Cross et al., 2011; Eyuboglu et al., 2021; Jadambaa et al., 2019; Pepler
et al., 2008), boys reported greater regular involvement in bullying as
both victims and perpetrators. In general, boys display lower empathy
levels than girls (Spataro et al., 2020; Yoneyama & Rigby, 2006)
and thus may not view their aggressive actions as negatively as girls
view their own. This perhaps may result in boys being more willing
to participate honestly in a survey of this nature, even with regard to
their own aggressive behaviour.
Bullying in a Faith-Based School
It is acknowledged that a single school and 59 participants do not
SURYLGHDQDGHTXDWHVDPSOHVL]HIURPZKLFKWRJHQHUDOLVHWKH¿QGLQJV
of this study beyond the immediate context. It is interesting to note,
KRZHYHUWKHVLPLODULWLHVZLWKWKH¿QGLQJVRI+D]HOWLQHDQG+HUQDQGH]
(2015), reported earlier in the chapter. In line with that research, this
study indicates that self-reported student bullying in the faith-based
school is higher than such bullying in public schools within the same
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urban area. The current study also found that the level of physical
bullying was lower in the Christian school than in the other schools
(25.4%, compared to an average of 32.8% for the other six schools). A
VLPLODU¿QGLQJZDVLGHQWL¿HGIRUF\EHUEXOO\LQJRIVWXGHQWVLQ
the Christian school reported online bullying, compared with 20.2%
in the other six schools. Perhaps students in faith-based schools are
conscious of the negative implications of physical bullying and resort
to other approaches.
While an obvious reason for the relatively high levels of bullying
DWWKH&KULVWLDQVFKRROGLGQRWHPHUJHIURPWKLVVWXG\WKH¿QGLQJV
suggest that being a Christian school, promoting religious practice, and
espousing values education may not implicitly provide a protective
barrier against student peer bullying. A number of questions that may
be worth exploring arise as we consider the need for further research
in this area:
1. Do students in Christian schools have increased sensitivity
towards behaviour perceived as aggressive and thus report as
“bullying” behaviour that students in other schools may not?
2. Do Christian schools make incorrect assumptions about the
impact of their faith basis, leading to less intentionality in how
values are reinforced and intervention programs viewed?
3. What approach do Christian schools take to regularly
measuring and monitoring the prevalence of student peer
bullying and responding in intentional ways?
4. $UH WKHUH EXOO\LQJ FRUUHODWHV VSHFL¿F WR IDLWKEDVHG VFKRROV
WKDWKDYH\HWWREHLGHQWL¿HG"
5. To what extent do Christian schools measure the engagement
of students in faith activities and intentionally design strategies
to provide greater and more meaningful engagement?
6. Is there evidence that increased engagement in faith activities
results in practical changes to student behaviour?
It is important for Christian schools to avoid incorrect assumptions
about the extent and nature of student peer bullying within their
context. There is a need for intentionality in measuring the prevalence
of this phenomenon, developing an awareness of its impact, and
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identifying research-based approaches to dealing with it. While an
emphasis on Christian values and practices may have a perceived
SRVLWLYHH൵HFWWKLVVKRXOGQRWSUHYHQWWKHXVHRIWDUJHWHGVWUDWHJLHV
that have been demonstrated to positively impact both the prevalence
and the intensity of bullying behaviour. A comprehensive review of
these approaches and strategies is beyond the scope of this chapter;
however, the following paragraphs provide a useful starting point for
schools to consider.
Engagement in a Personal Faith Journey
In recent decades, there has been growing interest in a body of
work examining the impact of faith-based connections within various
FRQWH[WV 7KLV LPSDFW LV UHIHUUHG WR E\ VRPH DV ³UHOLJLRXV D൵HFW´
(Village et al., 2011) and is found to be positively correlated with
variables such as altruism, empathy, psychological health (Michaelson
et al., 2019; Village et al., 2011), and academic achievement (Yeshanew
et al., 2008). To what extent, then, do the religious practices within
a Christian school have a discernible impact on student behaviour?
:KDWLVWKHUHOLJLRXVH൵HFWRID&KULVWLDQVFKRRORQWKHVWXGHQWVZKR
attend? What is most likely to contribute to a student choosing to
engage with a personal faith journey?
A recent study by Petrie et al. (2019a) examined qualitative data
from 388 students in years 5 to 12 at a rural Christian school in
$XVWUDOLD7KHDLPZDVWRH[DPLQHIDFWRUVLGHQWL¿HGE\VWXGHQWVDV
FRQWULEXWLQJWRWKHSRVLWLYHGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHLUIDLWK7ZRVLJQL¿FDQW
considerations emerged: the importance of positive student–teacher
relationships (including the personal interest that teachers took in
their students) and “student voice.”
The impact of positive student–teacher relationships in facilitating
faith development has received substantial attention in the literature.
Horan (2017), for example, reported on a mixed-methods study
involving 504 secondary educators and their perceptions of spiritual
IRUPDWLRQ 2QH RI WKH NH\ ¿QGLQJV FRQFHUQHG WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI
relationships, with the author concluding that “educators must
develop personal, one-on-one relationships with millennials as role
models and mentors” and that “one-on-one rapport, mutual respect,
and relationship building between educators and teenagers is essential
WR VSLULWXDO JURZWK DQG ZLOO KDYH µLPPHDVXUDEOH H൵HFWV¶´ +RUDQ
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2017, p. 66). Other authors concur. “Meaningful teacher–student
UHODWLRQVKLSV SOD\ D VLJQL¿FDQW UROH LQ VWXGHQW HQJDJHPHQW´ &RULD
Navia et al., 2017) and add legitimacy when sharing spiritual truths
(Hoekstra, 2012).
In considering this important connection, we must note the close
association between students’ perceptions of fair discipline practices
and positive student–teacher relationships (Boogren, 2015; Marzano,
2003; Wang et al., 2010; Wang & Kuo, 2019). For example, it has been
shown that, where the structure for rules and rewards is unclear and
the consequences for misbehaviour are ambiguous, students’ views of
their relationships with teachers are more negative, and higher levels
of disorder are reported (Hernandez & Seem, 2004; Wang & Kuo,
2019).
School Climate
It is useful to note that the impact of positive student–teacher
relationships reaches well beyond faith development. It is, in fact, one
RIWKHNH\GLPHQVLRQVLGHQWL¿HGZLWKLQVFKRROFOLPDWHUHVHDUFK 3HWULH
HWDOE=XOOLJHWDO 'L൵HUHQFHVH[LVWLQWKHZD\VVFKRRO
FOLPDWHLVGH¿QHG±LWLVXVXDOO\YLHZHGDVWKHFRPELQHGVXEMHFWLYH
experiences reported by students and includes aspects such as
relationships, sense of safety, connectedness to school, and academic
support (Zullig et al., 2015). This distinctive school character will
exhibit itself as a set of shared values and attitudes that determine
what is considered acceptable in a particular context (Thapa et al.,
2013).
Importantly, links have been found between school climate and a
ZLGHUDQJHRIVLJQL¿FDQWRXWFRPHVIRUVWXGHQWVLQFOXGLQJDFDGHPLF
achievement (Berkowitz et al., 2016; Daily et al., 2019), learning
motivation (Marsh et al., 2008), school attendance, and avoidance
%UDQG HW DO  6DNÕ]   VHOIHVWHHP DQG GHSUHVVLYH
symptoms (Way et al., 2007), school satisfaction (Zullig et al., 2018),
and behavioural problems (Petrie, 2014; Tomczyk et al., 2015).
0XOWLSOH VWXGLHV KDYH LQGLFDWHG D VLJQL¿FDQW UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ
school climate and the prevalence of student peer bullying (for
example: Chiaki et al., 2017; Espelage et al., 2019; Klein et al., 2012;
Petrie, 2014; Teng et al., 2020).
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Thus, the development and maintenance of a positive school
climate is an important factor to consider when addressing student
peer bullying. It has the potential to impact all areas of a school’s
operation, with student behaviour one of many important outcomes.
Student Voice
When considering the topic of school climate, it is useful to
QRWHWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIVWXGHQWYRLFHDQGWKHVLJQL¿FDQWLPSDFWWKDW
initiatives in this area play in developing a positive climate (Fleming,
2017; Lewis & Burman, 2008; Quinn & Owen, 2016). Such initiatives
LQFOXGHDQRSHQQHVVE\VFKRROVWD൵WROLVWHQWRDOWHUQDWLYHSRLQWVRI
view and the opportunity for students to contribute in a meaningful
way to decisions and discussions.
The importance of student voice with regard to faith development
LV DOVR FOHDUO\ LGHQWL¿HG ZLWKLQ WKH OLWHUDWXUH :ROIH D  IRU
example, reported on data collected from 10 faith-based schools
via student focus groups. He concluded that the Christian ethos of a
school is created through the interaction of all participants within the
VFKRRO FRPPXQLW\ DQG WKDW VWXGHQWV QHHG DQ H൵HFWLYH YRLFH ZLWKLQ
this process:
These young people are active agents, they make an essential
contribution to the nature of the ethos. This shows that the
Christian ethos of a school cannot be imposed: it is dependent on
the contribution of all members of the school community. (Wolfe,
2018a, p. 176)

For students, having a voice helps to provide relevancy to the
learning process (Ateh & Charpentier, 2014); in fact, Trott (2013, p.
489) goes so far as to claim that “learning cannot occur if learners
DUHQRWDVVXUHGDVLJQL¿FDQWYRLFHLQWKHLUOHDUQLQJ´,WLVHYLGHQWWKDW
students in the current generation expect ongoing dialogue and will
be unlikely to develop a Christian identity without this opportunity
(Skinner, 2018).
Opportunities for Service
A further aspect to consider, which is not typically included in
books addressing school bullying, is that of opportunities for service.
There is evidence in the literature of the importance of service-related
activities and opportunities for individuals and groups to “develop
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WKH VSLULWXDO TXDOLWLHV QHFHVVDU\ IRU WKH IXO¿OPHQW RI WKLV LQGLYLGXDO
and collective purpose” (Margaret Podger et al., 2010, p. 346). It has
been suggested that education that actively develops discipleship and
service – as opposed to personal status and self-importance – will lead
to transformation in purpose and outcomes (Wolfe, 2018b).
Barrie (2010, as cited in Trott, 2013), suggests that the designing
of spiritual places calls each person to lose themselves in service to
others: “To help in our own small way our fellow travellers along
the incredible journey of this audacious and mysterious condition of
being human” (Trott, 2013, pp. 472-473).
The opportunity to design places that encourage discipleship and
service as opposed to personal status and self-achievement, should be
compelling for Christian schools. Arguably, our ability to reveal Jesus
LQWKHOHDUQLQJHQYLURQPHQWLVLQWULQVLFDOO\OLQNHGWRKRZH൵HFWLYHO\
we can embed these attributes within our schools.

Conclusion
The results of this study suggest the need to explore student peer
bullying in faith-based schools in further detail. In particular, it will
be important to compare and analyse approaches and initiatives
taken in schools where bullying is less prevalent. These may
include approaches towards areas such as school climate, behaviour
management, faith engagement, and the utilisation of student voice.
No individual who has spent extensive time working within the
school environment doubts the challenges and pressures already
facing classroom teachers and school administrators. Suggestions
of additional areas for endeavour can – understandably – meet with
resistance. Crucial to our understanding, however, is a cognisance that
issues related to bullying do not reside within a vacuum but are related
to all aspects of a school’s health and wellbeing and are, arguably,
intrinsic to the success of faith-based education. One measure of our
ability to reveal Jesus in the learning environment is found in the
way in which people treat each other, particularly those who are less
popular or not so well socially connected. The process of addressing
student peer bullying cannot be separated from that of building better
schools, improving interpersonal relationships, engaging students in
a faith journey, and improving long-term (and life-long) outcomes for
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students. All children who come to our schools have the right to feel
accepted and valued and to participate in an education free from fear
of intimidation and harm.
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